MAHRA  COUNTRY

On December isth we were later starting than usual for here, at Al
Hadhafa, we took on our first siyar,1 * Aita bin Sa'id, representing the Bin
Sahil dan of the Mahras. He was a pleasant-looking lad of not more than
sixteen and the responsibility of taking care of our large caravan sat on Mm
quite lightly. Hitherto our journeys had been for, the most part, through
territories of a single tribe where siyars had not been necessary, or along
much-used highways where their presence was scarcely noticed. Going
into Mahra country with a Miahali and Tamimi caravan reminded me of
travelling in an International train where the nationalities of the ticket
collectors change at every frontier, for the Mahras seemed a foreign people
by their language, clothes, and customs. Their neighbours in the West
scarcely regard them as Arabs, though they themselves consider they are
of the pure stock of Himyar. Their capital is Qishn but their Sultan lives
in Soqotra which has been from immemorial times a foreign dependency of
the Sa'd bin Towar branch of the Bin Afrar, the ruling house of the Mahras*

1 The custom in the Hadhramaut before die peace as elsewhere in Arabia, was
that when you travelled through the territory of a tribe you paid a fee to the tribe and
took a member of it as guarantee for your safety.   He was a kind of walking passport.
The system is called siyara.

2 The other and junior branch of the Bin Afrar is that of Amr bin Towar which
rules for the Sultan in Mahralani   The Bin Afrar say they are of the same stock as
the Bani Afif of Lower Yafa*.   The Mahras are divided into 'usebas, of which there
are four7"each consisting of a number of clans, and some independent clans, three of
which Eve in the Wadi Maseila.   The Bin Sahal belong with two other dans to
the Bin Gesus *useba and the Bin Zueidi with four others to the Shehshihi.   One
of the principal 'usebas is that of the Bin Sar, for it includes the small clan of Bin
'Ali Muqaddam the peacemakers of the whole tribe.   In case of a murder during a
period of truce between two clans the Muqaddam of Bin *Ali deals with it   The
murderer is put to death by his own tribe, and, if they fail to do so, it amounts to a
recognition on their part that the offended tribe may take revenge.   But once a man
is declared a murderer by the Muqaddam he is outlawed and may not be greeted by
his people.   There is an appeal from the Bin 'Ali Muqaddam to the Bin Afrar Sultan.
He 'useba of Bin Boqi bin Ahmed is also important for it includes the strongest
section and is in close alliance with the 'Amr bin Towar side of the Bin Afrar.   When
Bedr Bu Tuweirak, the great Kathiri ruler, was over-running the Hadhramaut, he
raided Qishn and Al Gheidha near Ras Fartak and set up his son Ahmed in the latter
place.   The Bin Boqi combined with Abu Shawarib, the Father of Mustachios,
then Sultan, of the Bin Afrar, who brought in Yafa'i mercenaries as well and ttey
turned the Kathiris out,   The Bin Boqi then said that the Yafa'is were unnecessary
and that they would themselves ensure the safety of the country, so Abu Shawarib

M tfcem a subsidy of $480 a year which is paid to this day.   The Bia Bbcp sifc
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